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WSIS Forum 2021 SESSION 154: Bridging Digital Divides (Part 2) 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Welcome once again and thank you for joining us.  This is the high level 

policy session two for the WSIS Forum.  And I would like you all to join me during this session.  

We're going to be discussing the digital divide, and we'll be addressing the issues of digital 

inequalities that persists in our world today.  So before I start, I would like to just set the Rules of 

Procedure for smooth running of this session.  I would like to give you some guidelines. 

 

First of all, we will be taking questions through the Q&A chat.  So please make sure you put your 

questions in the Q&A chat.  And when there's time at the end of this session, we would go through 

and make sure that your questions are addressed. 

 

Also please note that during this event, all of your microphones are muted, with the exception of 

panelists.  This session is recorded and will be available on the events page on the WSIS website 

soon after the -- this workshop. 

 



    - 2 - 

There's also realtime human captioning, which is available during this session.  And we also have 

this session broadcast live on the WSIS Facebook page.  And so there's lots of ways to engage with 

this session, and we are very excited to have you all join us. 

 

So before I invite Dr.  -- sorry, Mr. Malcolm Johnson, Deputy Secretary General for the ITU to give a 

few remarks, I just wanted to make sure that you are all participating actively and making sure 

that you are fairly involved in this process.  So thank you very much, and I would like to invite Mr. 

Malcolm Johnson to give his opening remarks.  Malcolm? 

 

MALCOLM JOHNSON: Thank you very much, Eleanor, and good morning.  Good afternoon.  Good 

evening to all participants wherever you happen to be.  Let me add my welcome to this high level 

policy session on bridging digital divides. 

 

We're very grateful to the excellent panelists that we have speaking at this session for sparing 

their time to be with us.  Some had to get up very early in the morning.  We have most of the 

speakers, I believe, from the Americas for this session. 

 

And many thanks to you, Eleanor for acting as the high-level track facilitator. 

 

So this topic is at the core of ITU's mission, as the UN specialized agency for ICTs.  And the COVID-

19 pandemic has illustrated the importance of being connected like never before.  To keep 

abreast of health advice, to continue working and studying, shopping, staying in touch with loved 

ones.  However, as we know, this has benefited just over half of the world's population.  Around 

3.7 billion people are still unconnected.  And most of those live in the rural areas and remote 

communities. 

 

Which is why bringing these people online is more important now than ever before.  And why this 

session offers the opportunity to exchange best practices, success stories and good ideas on how 

to address this vital challenge. 
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Although connectivity is a problem for remote communities, often due to terrain and the return 

on investment not being so good, it's not simply a problem of connectivity, however, as the 

statistics show that over 90% of the world's population is covered by at least 3G.  It's more a 

problem of affordability and having the relevant content in the local Congress.  Making people 

aware of the benefits, and giving them the digital skills to take advantage of the connection. 

 

Under the leadership of ITU, the WSIS Forum serves as a global multi-stakeholder platform to 

bring together world leaders, international organizations, the private sector, academia, and civil 

society, all the major stakeholders to discuss shared experiences and foster partnerships to 

address these and other key issues that are necessary to bring a truly global Information Society 

and strengthen the impact of ICTs for sustainable development. 

 

Cross industry and public/private sector collaboration is essential.  This is driven the work of ITU 

from its beginning, 155 years ago.  And this multi-stakeholder approach to collaboration is at the 

heart of the WSIS Forum.  ITU has been working with all the WSIS stakeholders to strengthen the 

alignment of the WSIS process, with the 2030 sustainable Development Agenda.  So that the WSIS 

Action Lines are a key enabler of the WSIS -- of the SDGs.  So let me thank you all for joining us.  

We'll now return to Eleanor to pose questions to our excellent panelists.  I'm sure you will have a 

very enlightening and a very fruitful discussion.  Thank you very much, Eleanor. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Thank you very much, Malcolm, Deputy Secretary General.  And thank you 

for reminding us that, you know, the digital divide falls along various lines, gender, geography and 

income levels as well, and I'm sure the panel will delve deeper when it comes to this discussion. 

 

Before we go to the panel, I just wanted to invite our WSIS Action Line Facilitator, Dr. Bilel Jamoussi 

to give us one minute remark. 

 

BILEL JAMOUSSI: Thank you very much, Eleanor.  Excellencies, colleagues and friends, it's a great 

pleasure to join you today to discuss where we stand in our journey towards bridging the digital 

divide. 
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I am Tunisian and Canadian.  I remember the 2005 WSIS in Tunis like it was yesterday.  I was there 

representing Nortel, one of the world's biggest telecom companies.  Nortel was an unsinkable ship 

that sank.  The margin narrowed very fast.  The divide disappeared faster than anyone could have 

predicted.  It is one of many examples of how fast the ICT industry can transform: 

 

The ICT industry continues to transform at an extraordinary pace, and all sectors are now 

transforming with the help of ICTs.  From Nortel, I joined the ITU standardization bureau, where 

we continued to see ITU standards bridging divides to the benefit of economies and societies 

worldwide. 

 

Different industries are entering new shared space with an associated convergence in the 

responsibility of different regulatory authorities. 

 

Inclusive standardization process helps us move forward together.  ITU standards now support 

digital transformation in fields from energy and transportation, to healthcare, financial services,s 

education, agriculture and smart cities. 

 

The pandemic has highlighted the critical importance of ensuring that all citizens and 

governments are able to benefit from these digital transformations. 

 

Working together in ITU standardization, we're reinforcing the new partnership that will be 

essential to our achievement of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.  The WSIS process 

aligns exactly with this agenda, WSIS is a UN multi-stakeholder process.  The WSIS Action Lines are 

a key framework for the digital collaboration required to achieve this sustainable development 

goals. 

 

We see closer collaborations between the public and the private sector and among countries at 

different stages of ICT development.  In digital finance and mobile money, we see a prime 

example of how developing countries can pioneer new directions of innovation to the benefit of 

developing and developed countries alike. 
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We continue working to bridge the so-called standardization gap to ensure that all countries share 

in the benefit of inclusive standardization process and resulting international standards. 

 

We also continue to bring ICT decision-makers together with decision makers in other sectors, to 

learn from one another, and coordinate convergence.  The impressive lineup of policymakers in 

this WSIS session is evidence of our strong resolve to bridge digital divide and overcome 

challenges like this pandemic together. 

 

I would like to encourage you to engage in collaboration platforms such as our financial inclusion 

global initiative, FIGI, digital currency, united for smart sustainable cities initiative, and our AI for 

good global summit.  These platforms are always available, always online and their success lies in 

the diverse set of stakeholders that they bring together. 

 

The world moves closer and closer to go every day, and as we become more and more 

interconnected, we are reminded of our differences and the divides still to be overcome. 

 

What are the divides that our interconnections have exposed, and how can our interconnections 

help us bridge these divides?  I'm looking forward to learning your thoughts on this question.  

Thank you very much. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Thank you so much, Dr. Bilel Jamoussi.  You really set the scene so well.  It's 

great to hear about all of these initiatives, that you know, ITU has undertaken and how we can 

also engage.  So I really encourage, you know, participants and, you know, all the countries 

presenting and ensure that they are represented in that space as well and also to see how the 

WSIS lines connect to the SDGs and why we should be very involved in that space. 

 

Thank you. 
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Now we come to the very exciting panel and I am really happy to be moderating this session, 

because we have a very enlightened group of speakers who are going to share their thoughts 

about how they are addressing digital inequality in the various countries and some of the great 

initiatives that they are undertaking.  So I will start with a country that has produced some of the 

best athletes in the world and also gave us reggae.  I'm going to Jamaica and I have His Excellency, 

Dr. Daryl Vaz, who is the minister of science, energy and technology of Jamaica.  Do we have His 

Excellency Dr.Vaz, if you can see him. 

 

And I just wanted to pose a question to His Excellency.  His Excellency, Dr. Vaz, the issue of 

Internet connectivity in -- it's a big problem, and I know that Jamaica has also been looking at 

issues of digital divide.  So what has it -- what is Jamaica doing to address the issue of digital divide 

in its country? 

 

DARYL VAZ: Thank you very much for the question.  Distinguished ladies and gentlemen, let me 

begin by saying the government of Jamaica is pleased to join the International Telecommunication 

Union, the ITU, and our Global Partners for another World Summit On the Information Society 

high level policy session. 

 

As it pertains to your question regarding broadband access, we know that technology and 

broadband can when available, improve and enhance the way we work and live.  With 

introduction and accelerated advancement of technologies, having access to affordable and 

abundant broadband is quickly becoming the most critical infrastructure of our time.  In light of 

this -- the issue of Internet access and connectivity is seen as perhaps one the most fundamental 

concerns of nations within the region and globally.  Jamaica with a population of just about 2.73 

million boasts some 1.97 million mobile and fixed Internet users as of September 2020.  With the 

advent of COVID-19, the demand for broadband access is on the rise. 

 

While our mobile penetration rate continues to be strong, with 2 million penetrations, a 

penetration rate of over 100%, the Internet penetration rate in Jamaica is just about 72.3%, a 

number which we are not satisfied.  Notwithstanding the progress that we have made thus far, 

there are are still communities in Jamaica that are lacking adequate Internet service or do not 

have access at all, creating this digital divide.  Between those with access, and those without. 
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Rural areas in particular, are more costly and difficult and advanced broadband networks.  Given 

what has happened with education system, they are experiencing greater reliability on digital 

learning and as such, it is critical to address the ICT infrastructure positive across the country. 

 

Given this, the government of Jamaica is rolling out a national broadband initiative.  The aim of 

this initiative is to provide Internet connection to every household by year 2025 with key 

considerations being affordability and access, especially for the unserved and the underserved.  

The government ultimately intention is to make Internet access a public good.  The objective of 

the broadband initiative are to achieve universal access, post adoption and usage and improve the 

quality of key services such as health and education and more broadly public services and 

guarantee affordability. 

 

The broadband initiative will seek to accomplish these objectives by first developing a national 

broadband strategy and then implementing a national broadband network such that no citizen is 

left behind. 

 

Robust bandwidth we know is a foundation for innovation as well as key infrastructure needed to 

succeed and capitalize on the Internet's application and benefits.  Research demonstrates Internet 

usage and productivity and economic growth of a country.  With today's economy more 

dependent on connectivity to survive and thrive, providing high-speed Internet is critical in moving 

Jamaica forward. 

 

Thank you. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Thank you very much, Your Excellency, Dr. Vaz.  It's very exciting to hear 

about the national broadband initiative that Jamaica has, and to see that you are very keen to 

ensure that there's universal access by 2025.  So we're going to be looking out for, you know, the 

national broadband policy and the strategy and how we can also learn from Jamaica on how to 

connect citizens giving them universal access. 
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So moving on to the minister of Trinidad and Tobago, Her Excellency, Ms. Allyson West, and it's 

very interesting to hear about what Jamaica is doing, but I also want to see what is happening in 

Trinidad and Tobago, how digital transformation has been a key issue for Trinidad and Tobago 

and what you are doing to address the digital divide in Trinidad and Tobago., I will be glad to hear 

from you. 

 

ALLYSON WEST: Good morning, Chair.  Thank you very much.  Thank you to the panelists, and 

good morning to the participants. 

 

The government's comprehensive view of the digital transformation is founded on leveraging 

technology to improve the quality of life and standard of living for all of our citizens. 

 

This government actions and responsibilities are focused on the creation of policies, legal and 

regulatory systems, processes and the provision of available services to create an environment 

that allows citizens of the country to flourish. 

 

The government of Trinidad and Tobago has a clear vision for digital transformation and part of 

that is to ensure digital equity.  In our vision 2030 sustainable development plan, we have stated 

that Trinidad and Tobago would be an interconnected, technologically advanced society with 

modern information and communication systems driving innovation, growth and social progress. 

 

Our view of social progress with regard to ICT is articulated in our ICT blueprint which lays out the 

goal where citizens have pervasive access to ICT, are connected to broadband infrastructure, 

which provides a variety of services that are affordable, of high quality, safe, and secure, and 

deriving high value from the use of ICT.  Benefiting themselves and society. 

 

Our government is fully committed to this journey.  We have recognized that there are two main 

manifestations of the digital divide in the country, that often reinforce each other.  One is social 

and the other is geographic.  The impacts are seen in access and capacity.  To address access 
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through our Telecommunications Authority, we are partnering with Internet service providers to 

bring increased bandwidth to underserved locations in the country.  We are also building out 

Internet access centers in locations where affordability of access is a challenge. 

 

We have also partnered with the ISPs to have some sites zero rated.  That is access to sites which 

are critical for citizens and in particular, the vulnerable in society, such as the ministry of social 

development, the Ministry of Health, and the police service call center are not charged against 

data usage. 

 

To address capacity, we are entering into a partnership with Microsoft to bring the capacity of 

50,000 citizens initially, to enable them to increase their uptake, and the realization of maximum 

benefit.  To effect this training, we will engage 250 monitors.  These monitors will be assigned to 

our access centers to provide mentoring to citizens who require assistance to enable them to 

access the services of eGovernment. 

 

One of the big concerns we have had is the disruption of student life for primary and secondary 

school students as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.  We are aware that some students did not 

have access to the Internet, and some did not have access to adequate devices for remote 

teaching.  With the assistance of corporate and other citizens to provide computer and portable 

WiFi devices to students who do not have their own, or do not have reliable Internet access to 

facilitate the distance learning. 

 

The government has a program of subsidizing small forms for persons with disabilities and 

training such persons to maximize their use of those devices to allow improved access and 

connectivity. 

 

In the delivery of eservices, the government has prioritized services that meet the needs of social 

protection of our most vulnerable.  The onset of COVID-19 highlighted the need to ensure that 

protections are ready accessible.  The government has prioritized the delivery of social services, 

health services and education. 
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We have embarked on increased availability of government services online.  The number of 

services have -- that we have been developing include student learning management systems for 

students, access to civil registry and almost full speed of eservices in the judiciary to facilitate the 

more efficient administration of justice, improvements in the planning process which would lead 

to the responsible construction. 

 

It will be observed that we are addressing two priorities simultaneously, even as we introduce new 

eGovernment services we are ensuring that this venture can be accomplished sustainably as we 

contend with our limited resources. 

 

I thank you very much. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Thank you very much, Your Excellency, Allyson West.  It was very great to 

hear about Trinidad and Tobago's digital transformation 2030 plan and also to hear about your 

ICT blueprint and what you are doing now.  It was very, you know, excited to hear about the 

partnerships you are seeking with ISPs and with companies.  That is something that's so 

instrumental in order to close the digital divide, we need to look at partnerships. 

 

So very happy to hear about all of these initiatives that you are doing in Trinidad and Tobago and 

I'm looking forward to visiting the island one day to see all of these initiatives.  We go on to Chile, 

to her lensy is, Ms. Pamela Gidi, who will be giving us some of the things that Chile is doing.  So Ms. 

Pamela Gidi, what initiatives are -- is your government taking to address the digital inequalities 

that we have in Chile, and how has the pandemic shaped how Chile has responded to all of these 

digital inequalities. 

 

PAMELA GIDI: One of the main objectives is to double the kilometers of fiber optic in these four 

years and for that, we have two priorities.  One the national optic fiber will benefit more than 2 

million people in 186 bureaus, while the fiber optic project will benefit half a million people in the 

southern three regions of Chile.  Both are 16 boroughs.  This is reflected already in the numbers 

that we represent in our quarterly statistics. 
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Since as of March of 2020, we have 55% households with fixed Internet connection, while now we 

saw one year after, we saw that number increase to 60% of households connected and on the 

model side, we also had 16 million access of 4G and one year after, 18 million access of 4G. 

 

And in addition, we presented the law of national, which would expand the coverage of mobile 

telephony and mobile Internet services in more than 3,300 locations, where we are forcing the 

companies to share the infrastructure for those areas, that there's only one operator in rural 

areas. 

 

Additionally, the 5G network contemplated to reach digital equity through social considerations 

like providing connectivity in 366 locations that have not have mobile Internet today and also 

connecting those public hospitals in Chile, and those are 200 hospitals.  And also requiring 

connect not only -- only big urban locations but all capital -- capitals and province capitals.  Those 

we feel comfortable will be very even deployment for 5G covering 90% of the population in the 

maximum time of two years around the country. 

 

The systems of more and better connectivity for the inhabitants of the country, especially in time 

as like now implies that they will -- times as like now implies that they will have better education 

and tool and be closer and closer to the family where they cannot move from their houses 

because we are still one-third of our country is in quarantine. 

 

People have been forced to bring their daily lives and their daily activity to their home and the 

connectivity became essential and those who have connectivity could continue their lives and the 

ones who didn't, they couldn't. 

 

They even could not do telework and therefore they had to quit their jobs.  Therefore it's reducing 

the -- it's digital gap is more important than ever.  That's become even more evident as a result of 

the pandemic.  It has forced both people and companies to carry out those activities digitally to 

prevent infections or go bankrupt respectively.  The pandemic has put the industry to the test, and 

the telecommunications industry was not an exception.  We have seen exponential growth of 

more than 50%, and another issue that is very important is that the women -- thousands of 
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women experienced a bigger damage in their -- in their income because they have to stay home 

because nurseries and schools were closed, and that had basically meant that forced participation 

of women in workforce fall.  They fall ten years behind. 

 

According to figures of Foundation of Women, 88% of women who lost their jobs left their 

workforce, and all of these because many women could not telecommute during quarantine.  

Some of them could not telework because they didn't have connectivity at all. 

 

So we are working specifically to target that section because they have done more damage with 

the pandemic, and we'll continue like that, while schools and nurseries continue being closed. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Thank you so much, Ms. Pamela Gidi, vice minister of under Secretariat of 

telecommunications in Chile.  It's exciting to hear about Chile's work and the connection double 

fiber activity and the national roll model that is needed to see the roadmap.  We have seen 

national women in other countries and it will be great to see the example in Chile, and how that 

has helped with the coverage. 

 

It's also very touching to hear about the digital gender gap, and how 88% of women have left the 

workforce because there was no connectivity, and then how you are trying to target the women 

and in closing the digital gender gap.  So very -- you know, very commendable initiatives there and 

we look forward to hearing how Chile is doing and what we can learn from Chile's example. 

 

So moving on now to Nicaragua, a country I would very much love to visit, I would like to speak to 

Ms. Nahima Diaz, who is the Director General.  Ms. Diaz, how has Nicaragua reduced the digital 

gender gap and are there some great examples could you share or initiatives we could learn from? 

 

NAHIMA DIAZ: Good morning.  Good afternoon.  Good evening.  Mr. Malcolm Johnson, Ms. 

Eleanor  Sarpong, Mr. Bilel Jamoussi.  We want to express our gratitude of the World Summit On 

the Information Society forum 2021 for the invitation to participate in -- invitation to participate 

this.  In 2007 when our government took office, progress has been made if improving the 
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country's connectivity.  With a special emphasis on impoverished, vulnerable and historically 

marginalized community and population. 

 

Our government directed working with the national human development plan to benefit 

Nicaraguan families.  This man is to improve basic services, such as water, electric and 

telecommunications too.  Thanks to the human development plan, 500 years of historic isolation 

from the Caribbean coast have been eradicated with the construction of roads. 

 

2,700 kilometers of highways have been built to connect the Caribbean coast region with the 

Pacific Coast region.  Thus obtaining a growth of 137% of the country road network, placing 

Nicaragua since 2017 as the country with the best roads in Central America. 

 

In electrical energy coverage has gone from 54% in 2006, to 97% in 2020, which subsidies of up to 

40% of the bill for those who consume less than 150-kilowatts per month.  In other words, the 

coverage went from a little more than half of the households to cover almost the entire national 

territory in this 13 years of our government. 

 

The improvements in the road infrastructure and in the electrical energy network have been a 

bridge to improvement expanded telecommunications network.  Internet connectivity, we have 

gone from 49,833 subscribers in 2008, to 3,647,657 subscribers in 2020. 

 

 

Regarding cell phones, thanks to good consumer protection practices through public policies that 

encourage growth and healthy competition between providers, we have gone from 1,617,319 

users in 2006, to 5,976,479 cell phone users in 2020.  With the coverage in almost the entire 

national territory. 

 

Through our program, the construction of 2,580 kilometers of fiber optic for broadband was 

shared.  In the Caribbean coast region of Nicaragua, that historically was the most isolated in the 

country.  This deployment guarantees coverage to 93 of the 153 municipalities in Nicaragua, 
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reaching 60.78% of national coverage of broadband infrastructure.  It has been achieved that 4.9 

million people have the possibility of access and fix and mobile telecommunication services.  

Equipping and connecting 149 Holt care centers with broadband services and enabling 100 

productive telecenters to train and take advantage of the application developed to increase the 

efficiency of producers. 

 

Also, we are working in connecting all the institutions of our government with this deployment.  

Regarding status and security, police have -- police services have been modernized for the benefit 

of population, since technological skills have been installing police units in the departmental 

capitals too.  In the region, the website of the national police was enabled to carry out online 

procedures and online complaint once implemented too. 

 

We also have the center for advanced status in broadband for development which offers training 

adopted to the needs of broadband capacity building in the countries of Central America, the 

Dominican Republic, and Mexico. 

 

We consider that the ICT are a double-edged sword in terms of equality in societies but their final 

impact depends on the policies of states, based on our economic and social realities, promoting 

access to various telecommunications services in remote areas.  The expansion of satellite 

telephony encompasses all the country and Internet connectivity has inclusion, and 

empowerment.  In this way it contributes to the reduction of poverty and inequality by reducing 

the information and the communication gap. 

 

These are some of the lines of action that our government has taken to drive the country toward 

progress, producing the Nicaragua bridge so the Nicaraguan population has access for better 

conditions and can improve the quality of life.  Thank you very much. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Thank you very much, Director General Diaz.  It's very exciting to hear about 

the growth in Nicaragua, because of investment in roads, electricity and connectivity and to hear 

about some of the important things that you have done for your population.  So thank you very 
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much for sharing those initiatives and I'm sure that there's a lot we can learn from Nicaragua as 

well. 

 

So moving on to St. Vincent and Grenadines, we will be speaking to the director of national 

telecommunications regulatory commission, Mr. Apollo Knights.  Mr. Knights, I wanted to find out, 

what are some of the innovative approaches that you have taken to address the digital divide in 

your country, and so that the issues of affordability can be captured.  And then also what other 

disparities have you seen that you thinks contributes to the digital divide in St. Vincent and the 

Grenadines?  Mr. Knights? 

 

APOLLO KNIGHTS: Excellencies, colleagues and participants, good morning and good afternoon.  

Thank you, Madam Chair for the opportunity to be part of this panel of stakeholders addressing 

some of the critical issues facing our countries, such as my moan St. Vincent and Grenadines. 

 

The digital divide are connected with Internet access devices.  While this varies great level of 

accessibility to citizens, we have to see for real productivity and human resource development, 

access to computers is steep.  When St. Vincent and Grenadines has zero tariffs on the 

importation of computers for many decades, our penetration of computers at the household level 

is still just 51%, compared to 80% for televisions, fridges, et cetera. 

 

The computer can be considered as a major appliance in our country, as the price points are 

similar.  Why are these rated so different between the appliances when compared to computers?  

This has to do with affordability.  Our society is still highly cash based, with very low percentage of 

the population having credit cards.  As such, the purchase of the major appliance is done by in-

store credit facilities, to credit for 1980s.  Interest rates are normally 20%, similar to a credit card a 

month.  However, such an option for computers did not arrive until seven years ago, but there is 

only one place.  The interrate is 29% to 40%.  For example, the payment plan carries an interest 

rate of 49%.  One may consider to be loan sharking. 

 

So we have been mandated by our government to proceed with a pilot project this year 2021 to 

do a public/private partnership with computer to facilitate a more affordable credit option to our 
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citizens.  We are starting with $40 million for this fund which is about 100,000 dollars US to test 

the concept.  If it works, we can scale it up.  It's supposed to be self-sustaining over time.  So let 

me summarize our individual approach and this concept. 

 

We have asked computer retailers to submit proposals, based on our concept and guidelines and 

we will choose one or more to partner with.  Then we will purchase the computers.  We will have 

cash purchases which is 25% markup level.  We have also set a cap on annual interest rates for 

credit purchases, which is similar to interest rates that our banks would charge for consumer 

loans for such items. 

 

The retails will share the pros with NTRSC, on our agreed ratio.  The retailers will handle all aspects 

of advertising and selling the computers and dealing with credit approvals, et cetera.  The shared 

processes will go back into the computer fund to purchase more computers. 

 

To allow a profit-making for the business, and in public interest. 

 

So hopefully I can report how this strategy has worked.  We see this as just another form as joined 

with our other universal service initiatives that have been done in the past but with which will 

mainly get at access and not devices.  Our ultimate goal is to have household penetration of 

computers to be more than 90% for the next five years. 

 

And to address your second question, we see -- we see exchange rates.  While computers and SVG 

are tariff free, the customs levy, a modern laptop costs $500 in US, would cost someone is SVG 

over $700.  The currency exchange rates of the two countries, and with the main one being the 

currency exchange rate.  Now, if the wages in our country were higher as the US, then the real 

cost would be very similar as one considers the disparity of these systems in our countries, 

however, it is not. 

 

The minimum wage in the US is around $8 US per hour, while in our country, it's -- (Inaudible). 
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The affordability in developing countries compared to developed.  It's all about exchange currency 

rates. 

 

Yes, we can see some countries that are better than others and the reason for the currency rate. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Mr. Knights, if we can please wrap up in the next 30 seconds. 

 

APOLLO KNIGHTS: Okay.  Yes.  Thank you.  It seems that the developing countries are still having 

their currencies with goal and other currencies while developed countries have moved from this.  

The USA whose currency had their currency backed by gold until this practice was stopped in the 

early '70s.  But our currency is backed to the US currency, 2.71.  It sounds complicated but it's one 

the big issues that can be solved by using cryptocurrencies, and solve this issue and still have 

control and existing the currency estimate. 

 

So thank you for the time, Madam Chair. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Thank you very much, Mr. Knight.  You raised some very interesting points 

there, especially on the currency exchange rates.  Fortunately, the FCC acting chair is here, madam 

Jessica Rosenworcel.  I'm sure you could take it up with her when it comes to the discussions and 

the disparities between the US and St. Vincent and Grenadines, but it's also popular that you 

raised about the issue of devices and ensuring that there's better affordability of devices and 

computers.  It's great that you raised those points as well. 

 

Moving on to the USA now and I'm very excited to be inviting madam -- Ms. Jessica Rosenworcel, 

she's the acting chairwoman of the Federal Communications Commission, and Ms. Rosenworcel, 

you are very passionate advocate for the issue ever digital -- addressing the digital divide, 

particularly when it comes to the home, and I have been following some of your tweets and write-

ups on this, especially during the COVID-19.  What has the Federal Communications Commission 

done to address the issue of gap, and what are some of the issues that you think we need to 
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ensure there is broadband adoption.  And finally, what should be the role of regulators of 

ensuring that we can address the digital inequalities when it comes to the gap. 

 

JESSICA ROSENWORCEL: Thank you very much.  It is such an honor to join so many high-level 

representatives from the WSIS stakeholder community. 

 

You know, as acting chairwoman of the Federal Communications Commission, I believe that the 

future belongs to the connected.  No matter who you are, or where you live in this world, you 

need access to modern communications to have a fair shot at 21st century success.  And nothing 

has demonstrated the importance of connectivity like the ongoing pandemic. 

 

As a global community, we need connections, physical and digital that strengthen our mutual 

bonds.  We need communications that reach us all to help us work, learn, be informed, 

enlightened and entertained and we need connections that can break down barriers that for too 

long have held too many back. 

 

So I want to thank my distinguished peers today for sharing their experiences.  We are learning 

that there are so many aspects to the digital divide, but I'm going to laser light focus.  It's called the 

homework gap. 

 

When I was growing up, homework required nothing more than your siblings leaving you a lone 

and a number two pencil, but those days are gone!  Because now Internet access is required, and 

the best evidence of this is the past school year.  In the United States, so many schools shut down 

part-time or full-time and reverted to remote learning. 

 

When this means is students were told to head online to class, but students without Internet 

access at home were locked out of the virtual classroom, and this is happening all over the world.  

So let's do some math. 
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In the United States, our data shows that as many as 16.9 million children in the country fall into 

the homework gap.  And according to our report, commissioned by the United Nations Children's 

Fund and the ITU, 2.2 billion or 67% of children around the world lack Internet access at home.  

And, of course, this problem hits low-income countries the hardest, affecting as much as 94% of 

children.  Now, I believe this is the cruelest part of our worldwide digital divide and we need to 

make it a priority to fix this homework gap and connect every student.  I will share the things we 

are doing in the United States to help fix the homework gap. 

 

First, we launched an emergency broadband benefit that helps families that are struggling to pay 

for Internet service during this pandemic.  This program provides a discount of up to $50 a month 

towards broadband service, and as much as $75 a month on our tribal lands.  Families are also 

eligible to receive discounts to purchase computers or tablets to connect them to the Internet. 

 

Second, we are expanding our federal programs to connect schools and libraries to broadband.  

And in the coming weeks the FCC is going to adopt new rules that will help school libraries do 

things like loan out WiFi hotspots and other connectivity devices to students who lack reliable 

Internet access at home. 

 

And third, and finally, we're taking action to better understand the scope of our national 

broadband deployment challenges, because we're never going to mag the problems -- manage 

the problems we don't measure.  One of my first actions as acting chair was to stand up a 

broadband data task force to help us bill the most accurate, up to state maps of broadband 

service is and is not all throughout the country.  We need accurate maps and up-to-date data and 

this will make sure that our efforts to bridge the digital divide are focused in the right place and I 

look forward to sharing more about what we learned from this effort soon. 

 

And being of course, acting on all of this is not a moment too soon because this is about the 

future.  This pandemic has taught us like nothing before, that broadband is no longer nice to have.  

It's need to have for everyone everywhere, and that's especially true for students and we have 

work to do on this front in the United States and worldwide. 
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Thank you. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Thank you, Ms. Jessica Rosenworcel.  And it's very exciting to hear the 

initiatives that you have taken, specifically the emergency broadband benefits.  I'm very happy to 

see that you have a targeted approach towards those who live in tribal lands as well because it's 

important to look at marginalized groups and groups that are least likely to get online.  So very 

happy to hear that. 

 

And also, to see that you are mapping broadband gaps because often we see that there's the -- 

the data is not there, or not readily available, and so I'm hoping that this will be very open that 

everybody else will be able to get access to. 

 

So, you know, I'm very excited to hear all of these initiatives moving on. 

 

So moving on now to Uruguay, to Dr. Mercedes Aramendia, and Dr. Aramendia, I wanted to find 

out from you, what are the factors that affect the reduction of the digital gap in your country and 

what are the main regulatory challenges that you see facing this initiative to -- to close the gap? 

 

MERCEDES ARAMENDIA: Thank you for your question:  Good morning for some, good afternoon, 

and good night for others.  Thank you very much for the invitation.  It is a pleasure to participate 

in this panel with such outstanding speakers dealing with this critical issue for development and 

sustainability. 

 

There's no simple factor that influences.  The digital is complex, multidimensional and political and 

cultural aspects, directly and indirectly have influenced in the digital gap.  It's essential to defy 

those inequalities went regions, mainly between the urban and the rural areas and the social 

groups of population to look for equality. 
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In Uruguay, the telecommunication industry has been positive.  For instance, as of 2019, we have 

more penetration of more than 160%, also by -- in the 2019, we had an Internet connection of 28% 

of households and fixed broadband of 71%.  Internet access is wide spread, but the differences in 

access are defined according to income level and whether you are in the Uruguay capital or other 

regions such as other regions. 

 

The households in the highest income quantity, 95% of these house holds have an Internet 

connection and 86% have fixed broadband.  In families with the lowest income, 84% have an 

internet connection and 51% with fixed broadband. 

 

We compare with other regions the country, other regions, the connection is 83% of fixed 

broadband and 63% and. 

 

There's no doubt that the pandemic of COVID-19 has accelerated the digital transformation, all 

over the world, which helped to introduce and develop the digitalization increasing access to 

information and connectivity, but it is essential to work on the gaps. 

 

In this line -- in this line, as recognized by the work summit, among the main challenges of which 

we must work highlight the following. 

 

First, protect all human rights ensuring that their rights are respected online and offline. 

 

Integrated quality, perspectives seeking to employ a woman, looking for their full participation, as 

well as equality elsewhere in society.  Reduce the digital divide and expand access to ICT and 

connect everyone where it's necessary to improve and facilitate the construction and the 

implementation of telecommunication networks. 

 

Increase access to information, education, and knowledge for all, all people must have the basis, 

knowledge and means to participate in information, society. 
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Respect human diversity in all the forms, culture, language, beliefs and religions, generate 

confidence in use of ICTs is essential on the network. 

 

Rights awareness of the ethical dimension of the use of ICT and promote interdisciplinary dialogue. 

 

It is certainly that all what I just mentioned is not easy -- not an easy process, but what is crucial is 

dialogue, the constant exchange between the entire ecosystem, because not only is it necessary to 

be clear about the goals that we have, but also we have to work to arise them in the way we work 

is essential too. 

 

Good relations is key to developing services, contributing directly to drive innovation and research, 

while providing predictability, clarity, clear rules, all of which are essential.  I highlight find the 

balance.  The regulation has to be necessary, proportional and suitable.  It is essential to find the 

means and also promote relation as it contributes to being more flexible, adapting faster and in 

some instances to respond accordingly.  It's not a simple process.  There are many stakeholders 

with diverse interests and needs.  In general, everyone has their part of the reason, and so it's 

necessary to reflect it, it's adaptable and listen and dialogue. 

 

There's a lot of uncertainty about the future but the decisions have to be made.  We must work 

within the framework that we have or try to improve it. 

 

Seeking collaboration and contributing within the system to reap the best potential solutions.  

Everything is changing very fast and we have to find a rhythm.  If it is too slow, we may fall behind 

and we do not respond if we should.  And if we go too fast, we cannot listen and consider the 

options. 

 

In some cases, as the change is constant, regulation should be adapted, and we need to 

understand the technical and the business aspect and being flexible and the costs for the 

proportional solutions.  We must tend to collaborate -- collaborate, dialogue, and listen. 
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So I think that we will have to look for quality access for all, digital skills and prosperity and 

security.  We have to obtain the objectives and to minimize the gaps and leave no one behind is 

needed to adapt transversal actions, collaborate and coordinate with the whole ecosystem, at the 

national, regional and international levels. 

 

Thank you. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Thank you very much, Dr. Mercedes Aramendia, and I'm very pleased that 

you mentioned the issues about collaboration, especially, you know, ensuring that we are 

collaborating and we are listening to the people that you are working with in terms of regulations, 

making sure that it's very flexible to adapt to the changes that we see, and -- and also just making 

sure that in terms of co-creation, all of those who are going to be impacted by the decisions we 

make in regulations are part of that process. 

 

So collaboration, very key word that you have raised there. 

 

So thank you so much for those who are continuing to send us questions.  Please make sure you 

drop them in the chat box, and we'll pick them at the end of -- when all the panels have spoken.  

We have two more panelists who have very insightful contributions to make.  So we are moving on 

to Peru now, to Mr. Lewis Pacheco would is the manager of enforcement of the enforcement 

director at telecom regulatory agency. 

 

So Mr. Luis Pacheco, are there fly specific technologies that you think could help to address the 

digital divide, if there are some examples from Peru that you might want to raise and how does 5G, 

there's all the discussion about 5G.  Do you think that 5G will be able to help us achieve this goal 

of closing the inequalities that we have? 

 

LUIS PACHECO: Please kind regards to all panelists and participants.  I'm here on behalf of Mr. 

Rafael Muente, would is unable to attend here due to unexpected circumstances. 
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Regarding the use for bridging the digital divides we can mention that by far the widest 

technologies are the most suitable solution to provide the conditions to connect and serve areas 

considering lower costs and easier implementation compared to all the technologies, and when 

those areas are within reach of high capacity, the rest of the transfer networks. 

 

Basing in this backbone is extremely relevant to achieve the goal.  In Peru, we have the national 

fiber optics back bone and that area around 40,000 kilometers of fiber optics to more than 1500 

municipalities and more than 6600 rural towns wireless connected within the country.  Although 

now, they are focused on the adoption of 5G technologies, it should be noted that it's necessary to 

continue with the deployment of 4G, and it will continue being the main connectivity support for 

widest communications and the feasible solution to bridge the digital divide. 

 

In the short-term 5G networks are still being deployed.  It's the wide connectivity will heavily 

depend on 4G LTE for the next few years.  It's important to explore new technology alternatives 

that can be used to bridge the digital divide, especially in the most isolated area.  Those 

technologies can be high altitude platform systems.  Broadband, low and medium orbiting 

satellite constellations, among others. 

 

These models should be promoted in parallel with these technologies.  In Peru, we have the 

mobile rural infrastructure operator model which is a neutral active infrastructure provided which 

brings access to all the mobile operators in order to offer the final mobile services to users in rural 

areas. 

 

It's important to point out that the reduction of the digital divide will depend on finding the best 

combination of deploying technologies and the most efficient models of the commercial products 

and public/private partnership with the use of universal service funds. 

 

It's relevant to improve the universal service funds policies so that the new priority is financed by 

these funds incorporating new elements to achieve the scalability and the economic sustainability 

and social profitability. 
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In addition to the need to accelerate the bridging of the digital divide, it's important that new 

projects consider actions related to improved digital systems which allows people to be able to 

take advantage of the potential benefits for the daily life, personal growth, and business 

entrepreneurship. 

 

Coordination among different sectors is urgent to point towards the national policy -- coordination 

among the sectors is urgent to point towards the national policy and the broadband and the 

benefits.  The most important is educational sector for the children to follow the distance learning 

in these times of COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

The same is surging with the public health sector. 

 

Thank you very much. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Thank you very much, Mr. Luis Pacheco, and I'm glad you raised the issue of 

universal service funds.  This is one set of funds that has real potential if we can get to apply it 

very prudently. 

 

And also to see that you are challenging, you know, all of us to think about new technologies, 

especially wide space and look at low F orbiting technologies and just look at new ways of making 

sure that we are able to close the digital divide.  So it's important so think broadly and more 

innovatively, as well.  So thank you for raising those points. 

 

LUIS PACHECO: Thank you. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Last but not least, we go to Kate Wilson, who is in Seattle, she's the CEO of 

DIAL, I'm very happy to you have and as the final panelist, what are the main drivers the digital 

divide today,en where do you think the international focus should be and what do you think we 
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should do in the way we look at partnerships and collaborations to ensure that we are able to 

have everyone -- make sure everyone is very inclusive in the way we approach the digital divide 

innovations? 

 

KATE WILSON: Thank you, Madam Chairwoman and thank you distinguished panelists.  I always 

enjoy these panels at WSIS, because it really teaches you and tells you the stories of the countries 

on their paths to digital transformation. 

 

And really exploring, what are the items you are facing and how you tackle it. 

 

As the person who gets the joy of going last, much of the conversation has really focused on the 

ability to access connectivity and primarily broadband in much of this conversation, as well as the 

affordability.  And it was striking me as the discussion has progressed back to a story that I started 

with about 20 years ago.  So I started my career actually working in broadband access about 20 

years ago.  And it strikes me how much the conversations are the same but how much they also 

have progressed. 

 

I will give an example of that.  So 20 years ago, I was working with broadband operators in Europe, 

launching a new entertainment product, actually for Microsoft, and it was a broadband-only 

product and I was laughed out of rooms.  And they said broadband will not get that big, that fast.  

It's too much of a luxury problem.  20 years later, we are essentially describing this as I ahuman 

right, and it is.  And -- a human right and it is, and this last year has demonstrated that. 

 

Each country is on its own unique journey, but we have so much that we can do together.  At DIAL, 

the digital alliance, we are looking at common problems, what is affecting governments and 

affecting private sectors and NGOs and countries as try and move along this digital transformation 

journey we try to stress this and we look at ways we might be able to replicate it. 

 

One the things that really struck me as this conversation has gone forward is that many of the 

problems are shared, but we talk about them slightly differently. 
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So I want to highlight what some of those problems are.  So we think there's a big product 

problem.  Right?  Do we actually have the right connectivity but also the right products in terms of 

hardware and software that actually will drive greater digital adoption?  We think that there's a 

policy challenge.  Are we actually getting ahead of and encouraging things such as many of the 

speakers have demonstrates today from both the USA but from Nicaragua, but from St. Vincent, 

what are the new policy areas that we can do and that we can take and encourage -- actually 

encourage this type of new adoption? 

 

We think that there is a pricing and procurement issue.  How do we look at how we will might be 

able to pool needs across countries and then be able to also stimulate financing that would 

actually make access to different types of connectivity, different types of software, different types 

of software far more available to countries that may not have that purchasing power on their own? 

 

And last but certainly not least, we think we all, everywhere, this is not a developed, developing 

world, anything problem, this is we have a capacity problem. 

 

Do users actually know what products they want to get?  Do they actually understand the privacy 

and the security risks that may come with those?  How do we actually empower citizens as many 

of the people have talked about and in particular, women and girls would may have much less 

access to this technology.  Actually do it. 

 

But also how do we create local creators?  So how do we not have applications that have been 

primarily developed in one country, and then exported to another?  So how do we build local 

creativity around content and then give people and country governments the power to choose 

and use what technologies are actually most appropriate for them? 

 

There's a couple of ways that we think that the international community can come together to 

actually work together on this, and the question of collaboration and partnership. 

 



    - 28 - 

First, we fundamentally believe we must all work together.  We each learn better from one 

another and in this journey to digital transformation, we all have something to teach, and we all 

have something to learn. 

 

So we call it sort of an ABC approach. 

 

First, we want to find and identify and help accelerate these examples of digital transforation that 

are taking place because innovation can happen and come from anywhere and we all need to 

learn what each other is trying.  That's part of the reason why I enjoyed this panel so much today.  

We need to build greater momentum and investment and really the policy and the evidence base 

around why financing and public procurement for digital goods actually needs to be accelerated. 

 

We also want to build fundamentally the capacity of people to do that. 

 

And last but certainly not least, we want to see an ability to actually connect proven solutions and 

actually test those and reference implementations and this is work that we are undertaking with 

the government of Estonia, ITU and the government of Germany. 

 

We invite each of you to join us on this learning journey and thank you so much for sharing your 

stories today. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Thank you very much, Ms. Kate Wilson and thank you for sharing all of 

those, you know, great innovations and insights that you are working with various countries on.  

I'm glad that you mentioned some of the issues, the policy product challenges, the pricing and the 

procurement and the need to look at investment and capacity issues.  These are all very critical 

and I can see that there's some great -- there's great benefit in collaborating across regions in 

order to learn across -- you know, learn about the innovations as they are happening in other 

places and how we can also apply them.  So thank you very much for sharing those wonderful 

insights. 
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So everyone, you have just listened to all of our panelists, I said it would be very insightful and 

exciting.  And we have got some questions that are in the chat.  So I'm going to go to the first 

question. 

 

Which is about the important role of regional organizations for strengthening collaboration at the 

various levels when it comes to ICT. 

 

So I wanted to come you to Dr. Bilel, if you could speak about some of the regional organizations 

and then I will hand it over to the panelists if you would like to answer this question, you could let 

me know by raising your hand as well.  But we'll start with  Dr. Bilel. 

 

BILEL JAMOUSSI: Thank you very much, because the regional collaboration is bringing countries 

of similar issues, similar experience, similar development process we encourage the regional 

initiatives as we seep on the ITU website as the ITU COVID initiatives that were listed.  There was 

regional collaboration that was critical.  Generally speaking to answer the question about, you 

know, bridging digital divide, overall, there are probably what we heard from the panelists today is 

that there is a sort of three-pronged approach.  There's the technology, the policy, and the citizen 

engagement. 

 

So in terms of the technology, the connectivity is the basis, without it, we can't really talk about the 

bridging the digital divide.  That's number one priority and then when we embark on providing 

digital services we need certain building blocks and the digital ID is one of them, in order to deliver 

payments, financial subsidies, health services and so on.  All of them rely on having a unique 

digital ID for the citizen.  So those are some examples of technology building blocks, and I think Dr. 

Mercedes talked quite a bit about the collaboration, when we talk about the digital transformation, 

it's really we are bringing two different domain experts together. 

 

The ICT technologists and, for example, if we're talking about digital health, the doctors, the 

practitioners of the health service. 
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If we are addressing financial inclusion, we are bringing two communities together of bankers and 

central banks, making policies, monetary policies but also the telcos and operators bringing the 

digital financial services and the dialogue is critical and I fully agree with that.  So from the policy 

perspective, probably the key is the dialogue of different domain experts and the third is the 

citizen engagement, because as you introduce new digital services, you need to know and listen to 

what the citizens need and you need to provide some sort of capacity building, or training so that 

the citizens who are not familiar with the digital means could embark on using those digital 

services. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Thank you so much for that.  You have clarified some great points in there. 

 

I was wondering if any of the panelists wanted to also add some pore points -- more points to 

regional collaborations. 

 

ALLYSON WEST: If I might, Chair.  In the Caribbean, we have been talking about greater 

collaboration among the different countries in our journaly to digitally transform.  But we are so 

internally focused that it hasn't developed much beyond conversation.  So I was wondering 

whether the ITU and its subset, the CTU, the Caribbean Telecommunications Union could be more 

instrumental in pushing us to actually collaborate, because we do have a region called the 

Caribbean Common market but we are not sufficiently added in how we are interconnected and 

how we operate, and we really should be.  As we move more into the digital world, if we move 

together as a block, then our community will become more cohesive and put, perhaps we can 

even enjoy greater skill.  So I was wondering if there was anything that we -- the ITU and the CTU 

can do to help us on this journey and actually allow us to move forward as a group and to 

collaborate. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Thank you, very much Minister from Trinidad and Tobago. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: You heard if there was a lab between the ITU and the CTU. 
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BILEL JAMOUSSI: Absolutely -- and thank you, honorable minister for the conversation, I think it's 

critical to have that at the regional level.  What we have been doing in the standardization within 

the ITU is that we encourage to have regional groups within various Study Groups.  For example, 

the Study Group on the Internet of Things and smart sustainable cities.  We have a Latin American 

group.  In the context of the group that works, Study Group 3 has a Latin American and Caribbean 

group, because usually the policies and the tariffs and roaming rates and so on, are arranged at 

the regional level.  What we found through regional groups is that one, you can gauge in the local 

language of the region.  But you also have very similar needs of the community and we often 

partner with the CTU in the case of Caribbean or other regional organizations to drive the 

international standards and requirements and standards that are emerging from our Study 

Groups, with the needs the regions and the countries from the regions in mind. 

 

And also we use it to lower the language and the time difference, because it's not always possible -

- easy to join a Study Group in Geneva.  Now with COVID, it's easier with the digital, but the time is 

always an issue, you know, the time zones. 

 

So what we tried to do through regional groups and regional partnerships is is to get that input 

into the global standard process so all the regions of the world are participating. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Thank you very much, Bilel.  I believe, Ms. Kate Wilson, you wanted to come 

in as well. 

 

KATE WILSON:   Yes, I wanted to build on the honorable minister's point and Dr. Bilels because I 

thought it was incredibly important.  He started to speak on what talks on top of the, and our 

colleague from Nicaragua, gave us how the road infrastructure, the electricity infrastructure and 

ultimately the connectivity infrastructure has sort of set the base for which everything else could 

build upon. 

 

And what we like to call Dr. Bilel when we talk about digital ID is the layer cake approach.  You 

start on top of that very core foundation, with a layer for digital ID, a layer for payments, a layer 

for data security, and then be able to then unleash innovation on top of it that ayou will is built in 
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a standards based approach.  And to the honorable minister's question, I think our ability to 

actually come together and align on what is actually necessary, the minimum necessary.  I want to 

be very clear about that, not the maximum or everything that is completely tied to what any one 

individual country needs but the minimum necessary will help them drive this type of product 

innovation. 

 

Fundamentally this device was not built for one country, or one sector.  Yet, sometimes in 

development, we treat things as this is a health innovation or an education innovation.  It's critical 

that we actually come together and look at this as this is an innovation that's needed to drive 

SDGs services that can be delivered through these type of product technologies. 

 

Then the private sector has something upon which you can build.  But if those needs are really 

driven by your citizens and your government's needs not necessarily by what someone in, let's 

Seattle, Washington, dreamed up. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Thank you so much, Kate.  That's a very, very good point that you raise 

about making sure that the needs -- you make the needs specific to your country, and -- and also 

ensure that you are also part of the cocreating process. 

 

So just looking at the next question, which was about ICT response, during COVID, I would be very 

keen to find out from, you know, the various panelists and ministers here, what specific -- what is 

the one ICT response you have had to undertake to respond to COVID in your various countries. 

 

Just let me no if we can -- because I can't see everyone on my screen, but if you really want to take 

this question, I will be very happy if you can unmute and -- 

 

ALLYSON WEST: From Trinidad and Tobago, there were two key things that we needed to do we 

needed to increase the access of our service providers to broadband so they could strengthen the 

signals that were available to people and broaden the net and so we provided free broadband.  

We are actually providing free broadband for them and determining when we should do the 
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switchover and requiring them to pay for that additional access, and we also had to provide 

devices especially to our students so they could come into the distance learning program. 

 

So those were two of the key initiatives that we did during the -- as a result of the pandemic. 

 

ELEANOR SARPONG: Thank you very much. 

 

And so I have just been alerted that we are running out of time.  So I would like to do a quick 

wrap-up of all the discussions.  I wanted to thank the panelists and the CE Os, you have given us 

some of the most insightful discussions we have on how to close the digital divide.  There's so 

many things that we have raised here, but I will just do a very brief summary of the key points that 

have come through.  The key thing is that we need to look at the issue of policy there.  Have been 

some great examples here about broadband initiatives, that have been undertaken by various 

countries and it would be great to see how these shape up as well.  So the issue of policy is very, 

very important. 

 

Regulations need to be forward looking, as well, very inclusive, very agile, and we need to ensure 

that we have a very collaborative sense of how we undertake regulations in order to address the 

issues of digital skill gaps, and demand and supply of infrastructure. 

 

We also need to look at the issue of technology as well. 

 

Look at innovative ways of -- of bringing on new technology, looking at the issues of investment 

and look at the issues of new technologies that are connectivity as well and ensure that they are 

captures in the way we try to address the digital gap.  Also, the issue of devices is very critical.  

Affordable of devices is very important as well and funding of those devices. 

 

Then there was also the discussion about the importance of infrastructure and looking at a very 

collaborative and multilayered approach.  The examples I will give between looking at roads, 
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electricity, and connectivity is one that we could look at and also looking across the whole of 

government.  So this is the issue of crossing the digital divide, it's not just limited to up one 

ministry.  It's one that we can work across the various ministries and collaborate with the private 

sector, with civil society and with multilateral bands and public sector to ensure that we have a 

very clear focus on how to close the digital divide. 

 

And also, there were very important discussions about addressing the skills gaps as well and 

ensuring that we have a targeted approach, making sure that communities that are marginalized 

are captured and you have a very targeted approach that was gender and closing the whole 

makeup as well.  There's a lot of discussions and a lot to unpack here and a lot that we can take 

away and some really great examples and -- and I want to thank everyone for participating in this 

session for the closing remarks, I think that I will bring in Dr. Malcolm Johnson again, and I think 

that we -- I just want to say a very big thank you for these very insightful discussions as well.  So 

thank you to the entire panel. 

 

MALCOLM JOHNSON: Thank you very much, Eleanor. 

 

Thank you for conducting this session so efficiently, and keeping everybody on track.  So let me 

just thank all the panelists.  I mean it was tremendously encouraging to hear the progress that's 

been made in the countries we heard from in closing this digital divide, which is so critical.  I think 

that the fact that ICTs have become so important during this pandemic, is going to mean that 

there will be extra effort made now in closing this digital divide. 

 

So I believe some good will come out of this.  And we have seen the efforts that are being made 

and the fact that we have items coming from the public sector and the private sector and 

collaboration is good, something that we can stress.  We can't work to close this divide, alone.  

Everybody has to work together, bring our own specific competencies to the table, and -- and work 

together of our duplication of efforts and pool our resources.  That's really the key. 
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And this is why, you know, as Bilel has mentioned, we are very keen to work with all objections 

and especially the regional organizations, the CTU.  We work very closely with.  We have almost 

the same membership and it's the same with the other regional groups the CITEL, et cetera. 

 

So collaboration is key.  And I believe that bringing people together like this is going to help with 

that collaboration and I hope you will continue to keep in touch with each other and -- and work 

towards a better future for everyone everywhere. 

 

So thank you all very much, especially the panelists from the Americas getting up so early, 

especially on the West Coast of the States.  So thank you all very much.  And thank you again, 

Eleanor. 


